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By the time President Carter con- 
vened his National Security Council 
on the morning of April 11, he had al- 
ready made the most crucial and per- 
sonally agonizing decision of alL 

The crisis that had so paralyzed the 
vOQuntry and his presidency had to be 
j&nded, he had concluded^ even though; 
he:* knew that it wa§ quite possible 
that soniie of the 53 ^h^ricans ^held; • 
hostage in Tehran , would be killed in 
^e effort to free, them., 

^ The president decided that this hu- 
man risk was now preferable to let- 
ting the crisis continue indefinitely, 
according to one of the president’s 
most senior advisers. 

A military rescue plan^haf bei^eh 'stu4-, 
ied and refined for mohfhsv offered j: 
no guarantees, indeed, ;^arter had '' 
been informed that it was quite possi: 
ble that some of the hostages might 
die in the course of the rescue opera- 
tion. 

Carter’s willingness to risk the lives 
of some of the hostages to finally end 
the crisis marked a dramatic and per- 
sonally wrenching ishift ih his think- 
ing. For months, ever - since the U.S. 
Embassy was seized ori'Nov. 4, 1979, 
the president: had publicly defined 
America’s primary objective in terms 
of protecting the lives of every hos- 
tage. 

*T cannot, and will not rest until ev- 
ery single American is home, safe and 
free,” Carter said in February. That 
was the heart of his policy. He kept 
his Christmas tree unlighted and tied 
it with yellow ribbons; He told Ameri- 
cans he was praying several times a 
day for the safe return of each hos- 
tage. 

But four months later, after the res- 
cue failed, the president would refer 
obliquely to his; changed viewpoint in 
an answer during his news conference 
last Tuesday. , 

The president said: 

“Had the pneration been successful • 
or even if it had been concluded with- 
out complete success, it would have 
ended a continuing crisis that is desta- 
bilizing for the people of Iran . . .” 

That single phrase — “. . . without 
complete success” — was Carter’s way 
of talking about the deaths of some of 
those he was trying to save. 

A senior White House official ex- 



plained: 

“He meant that even if there were 
casualties, it was preferable to letting ' • 
the situation continue indefinitely. 
Presidents have to make decisions 
that will cost lives. Everybody here, 
knew that it was possible that there 
would be a loss of life of some of the 
hostages.” ::3v 

For months the president had pur- % 
sued a policy of trying to win the safe 
return of all the hostages with patient • 
diplomatic negotiation. In the begin- ; 
ning, this restraint h^^d won h^’m* the^ 
highest marks from the American peo- 
pie, as his low stand.mg in the '• u'blid v 
opinion' polls soared and his campaign ; , 

. to win reelection was rolling impres- ^ 
sively over the challenge of Sen. Ed- 
ward M. Kennedy (D.-Mass.). - 

But by March, the nation’s frustra- 
tion was mounting, its confidence in 




President Carter.; at news conference 
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Carter’s handling Of the; crisis- 
falling, and the Kennedy cartipaign 
was findin<* new life, in’, the form of 
landslide wins in the 'Democratic pri- 
maries of New York and Connecticut. ;;:!. 



The president? based his hopes for' 
the negotiated i-ieturn of the hostages 
on a secret, jerrybuilt' diplomatic ef- 
fprt founded: .upon cpntacts between ^ 
his chief of staff?tHamilton Jordan, a 
..specialist in dom^tic' politici^Xpu^ not 
diplomacy, and thre^ ;.Frencli:% 
who were also novices ;in ii^ern^ 

' ‘policy biitvwho cppld seiwe as' intermp^i-' 
diaries to the unstructured and uncer* 
tain leadership of Ahe Iranian govern- 
ment. V\» 



As the month of March ended,Hhe5^ 
president’s Jippes soared.^ He thought s , 
> ^h^^d assui^&i^ tl^tv^a|^llal^ ■ 
hoiiah Khomeini v^dld app|ov(e| th^» 
transfer of the hostages from the milt ^ 
tants to the Iraniatfvgoverrihient, AhA 
.crucial first step to securing their safe ' 
return to the United States? 

Thelpresidentp'fV^as anxious , to get 
the good news/.outdn April 1, the day 
of the Wisconsin primary he hoped 
.would restore ;h fpr-g i 

' tunes. He called ’aii. extraordinary; :T 
a.m. ne^s conference, to m^'ke 
the television netwprir; morning; new^ 

• shows, arid hailed a '“positive steji” in. . 
•Tran. 

But Khomeini and his foll6wers 
promptly pulled the rug out frorii un- 
der Carter. The negotiations collapsed 
and the president, , who had gotten 
himself so far out front with his own 

peaceds-at-hand ..^proclamation, now.. • 
turned toward the military pptiori! >. 

Even as the final diplomatic effort 
was in progress,^ thd pi^sident /had ; 
met with his top natioriai security ad- 
visers at Camp David to review the 
various military recourses available. 
These included the mining of Iran’s 
harbors or the iniposition of a. naval;'! 
blockade. And there .was the rescue" 
operaMon that, had been conceived in ' 
November and had been' refined ^ 
steadily since." •• ;• VA 

‘ In the days ah^ad, the president - 



would know well that his Secretary of . 

' State, Cyrus R. Vance, opposed all ! 
military options for Jran, favoring in- 
stead further .pursu^^ of ; 

negotiation and corisultritiori.^^ v . 

By this time,^ ;a number ' 0 
clpsest to the presiderif h^^ i 

:r b^me Vance, ' with :^s6m 
for the president's .laridsj^ 

. the : NeW ; riiisha^- 4^ 

: dlirig;; the qdntrpyefsial ;v6te ?bin tfe'^ 
ariti-IsrafeU; r (Bsblriticm^ Ahe ' tjnited ; ^ 

; .Nations.': 4>/ 

: V Carter' rioncluded,^ top ? 

advisers, triat the;crisj)5' *in 
dangerously Aieightened;^w teri-'tji 

sions;Tt had iriflamed. tbe^i^^ 
plosive Persian C^^df^^’egi6ri^t tad, db- ^ 
verted ^rld attention frqni^^.fe^ 'Sp^' * 
yiet invasion of . Afghmdstarii-/ 

A" naval blockade or mining 
harbors would not iplVe thp c^ais!; but? -' 
InHame it further, felt; It wou^ 
only broaden arid Jnt A^if y ; the ;crisis ? 
and perhaps cause thd Islamic \yorld 
to turn against the United States?? 1??! ; 

“Ending the crisii^^ 

—be^came -the? maj6ri?f^^ the . 
president’s decision-riialdnf,’*--^^^ of ‘ 

, his senior advisers said. 5 .^ ;r;:V 

' ' Just before " his diplomatic eff diA 
collapsed, CarterAhadi derided^^^^ 
president Fprd^s decisipn to undertake 
vAhe Mriyaguez r^ tempV • 

ing than wise., “I’ve de^ tp use pp-; ; 
litical and ecorioiriic bptions and forgo 
the :military dptioris ^dtogether,’* Qar^ 
teratoid Meg GreeriH^^^ of the 

editorial page of The Washington.- 
Post. . --a;:;' " 

“We’ve not had any loss of life dur- 
ing this administration" because " of 
people being sent intd: combat. It 
pens to be the first-time in 53 years, ; 
that that has happened^’ he said.’- ;^^ ^ 

Days later, with? his diplomatic 'ef-: ’< 
fort reduced "Ao^; >; rubble, ' Carter, 
changed his mind/; He; reviewed „ the? 
military rescue plans again ' with hi? ' 
National Security Council.: He knew: 
the plan could result in the ?de^^ 
some of the hostages, airid he knew ap-?? 
proving it would result in the certain ? 
loss of his secretary of state. 

Knowing all this. Carter ordered 
the military rescue.; ,v 

“It was,’’ said one of his most senior 
advisers, “a classic - presidential deci- 
sion,” • ' . ' ' 



